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was	 indeed	an	experiment,	as	Tchaikovsky	himself	described,	“I	have	 taken	on	 this	 task	partly	
because	of	the	money,	which	I	need,	partly	because	I	have	wanted	to	try	my	hand	at	this	sort	of	
music	 for	 a	 long	 time. 2 	The	 Swan	 Lake	 still	 frequently	 performed	 today	 is	 the	 version	




own	 life	 and	 situation.	 Furthermore,	 and	 to	 a	 greater	 extent	 than	 his	 other	 ballets,	 these	
relationships	can	be	grouped	and	associated	with	a	particular	icon,	namely	the	swan.	For	example,	
there	is	evidence	to	suggest	that	the	decision	to	write	a	ballet	about	swans	relates	specifically	to	
Tchaikovsky	 and	 his	 situation.	 Tchaikovsky	 was	 a	 gay	 man	 in	 a	 world	 that	 did	 not	 accept	
homosexuality.	The	culture	and	ideas	surrounding	swans	render	them	a	symbol	of	impossible	love,	
the	overarching	theme	of	Swan	Lake.	The	cultural	image	of	the	swan	has	resonated	throughout	
history;	many	of	 its	 ties	 to	mythology,	 royalty,	 love,	and	death	 increase	 its	 significance	 to	 this	
ballet.	
This	thesis	will	explore	how	the	swan	becomes	a	symbol	of	impossible	love	in	Swan	Lake.	
It	 is	 a	 symbol	 of	what	 the	 protagonist	 cannot	 have	 and	 can	 be	 related	 both	 to	 Siegfried,	 the	
















































Tchaikovsky’s	 death	 shortly	 after	 the	 premiere	 of	 the	 work	 and	 rumours	 of	 suicidal	
motives,	according	to	Jackson:	“made	homosexual	passion	acceptable	…	the	symphonic	program	
could	become	a	homily	for	the	expiation	of	homosexual	‘guilt’	through	suicide”.9	This	led	to	the	
Pathétique	 Symphony	 being	 interpreted	 as	 a	 musical	 suicide	 note	 for	 Tchaikovsky,	 his	
homosexuality	 explaining	 his	 unhappiness.	 Jackson	 explores	 this	 theme	 in	 his	 analysis	 of	 the	
symphony,	 amongst	 other	 things	 identifying	 the	 use	 of	 tritonality	 with	 homosexuality	 in	 the	
context	of	deviance	from	the	social	norm.		












version	 that	 is	 still	 performed	 today.	 It	was	 very	 successful	 and	 it	 is	 the	production	 that	most	




Odette	 explains	 that	 she	 is	 bound	 by	 the	 evil	 Rothbart’s	 curse	 that	 can	 only	 be	 broken	when	
someone	pledges	their	love	to	her.	Siegfried	does	so	and	the	act	continues	with	a	series	of	pas	de	
deux	and	ensemble	dancing	from	the	corps	de	ballet.	The	next	act	returns	to	the	court:	Rothbart	
arrives	 with	 Odile	 who	 bears	 an	 uncanny	 resemblance	 to	 Odette	 and	 Siegfried	 mistakenly	





















swan	 in	 a	 number	 of	 interviews,	 which	 help	 to	 demonstrate	 the	 impact	 that	 it	 has	 on	 the	
production.		























explains:	 “I	 consciously	wanted	 to	 to	make	Swan	 Lake	 about	 a	man	–	 very	much	a	man,	who	
happened	to	be	a	prince	as	well	–	who	had	trouble	expressing	himself	and	couldn’t,	for	whatever	
reason,	be	who	he	wanted	to	be.	He	was	also	a	needy	person:	that	was	the	centre	of	it.	And	the	


































can	be	 seen	as	a	 “divine”	creature	 that	Zeus,	 the	most	powerful	god,	decided	 to	become.	 For	
Yeats,	 the	 bird	 does	 not	 contain	 the	majesty	we	would	 associate	with	 Zeus.	 It	 does	 however	












































It	 is	 thought	 that	 narrative	 ideas	 from	 Swan	 Lake	 derive	 from	 a	 German	 fairy	 story.	
Beaumont,	for	example,	described	“the	episode	of	the	huntsman	about	to	shoot	a	swan	which	
changes	into	a	beautiful	maiden”	as	both	a	Russian	and	South	German	folk	tale.20	The	connection	
















associated	with	 death,	 thereby	 comes	 to	 the	 fore.	 Another	Wagnerian	 connection	 is	 found	 in	
Lohengrin	where	the	eponymous	hero	travels	on	a	boat	pulled	by	a	swan.		
Lohengrin	struck	a	chord	with	the	King	of	Bavaria,	Ludwig	II,	often	known	as	the	Swan	King	
or	 the	Mad	 King	 of	 Bavaria.	 Ludwig	 loved	 the	 swan	 for	 its	 “beauty	 and	 regal	 aloofness”	 and	
association	with	his	family’s	retreat	in	Hohenschwangu.22	Ludwig’s	love	of	swans	was	shown	by	
the	pictures	of	them	that	he	owned	and	the	sealing	of	his	letters	with	a	swan	and	cross.23	Watching	
Wagner’s	 operas	 brought	 his	 love	 of	 swans	 to	 life,	 leading	 to	 a	 personal	 friendship	 with	 the	




is	 magnified	 by	 King	 Ludwig	 II’s	 obsession	 as	 well	 as	 his	 status.	 King	 Ludwig	 II	 and	 his	 swan	




















people	 in	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 heard	 the	 work	 biographically,	 the	 tale	 of	 Mozart’s	 death	
therefore	adding	to	the	melancholy	of	the	music.27		
Keefe	suggests	 that	 the	 fictional	and	non-fictional	accounts	both	contribute	 in	positive	





concerned	 about	 the	 attention	 Tchaikovsky	 gave	 to	 his	 nephew;	 homosexuality	 would	 have	
disgraced	not	only	Tchaikovsky’s	family	and	reputation	but	the	School	of	Jurisprudence	where	he	
studied,	leading	the	court	of	honour	to	instruct	the	composer	to	take	his	own	life.29	Tchaikovsky	




place.	 As	 Brown	 explains,	 we	 may	 never	 discover	 the	 truth	 behind	 Tchaikovsky’s	 death. 31	
However,	 in	 a	 similar	 way	 to	Mozart,	 this	 situation	 may	 contribute	 positively	 to	 ideas	 about	
Tchaikovsky,	 in	 particular,	 the	 biographical	 significance	 of	 homosexuality	 in	 the	 context	 of	 his	
musical	works.				
In	ballet,	the	idea	of	swansong	is	especially	prevalent	in	Michel	Fokine’s	The	Dying	Swan.	




































developments	 in	ballet.	Whereas	 the	 classical	movement	 focussed	on	 form	and	 structure,	 the	
romantic	 looked	 towards	 plot	 and	 story.	 Susan	Au	 described	 classical	 ballet	 as:	 “a	 concept	 of	
choreography	 that	 stresses	 formal	 values	 such	 as	 clarity,	 harmony,	 symmetry	 and	 order.	 The	
academic	 ballet	 technique	 is	 paramount…although	 classical	 ballets	 are	 not	 entirely	 devoid	 of	
emotional	 content,	 this	 aspect	 usually	 takes	 second	 place”.34 	In	 particular	 the	 importance	 of	
emotion	in	the	Romantic	ballet	is	emphasised.		
In	 the	nineteenth	century	 femininity	dominated	the	ballet:	 it	was	ethereal,	expressive,	







that	 “the	 success	 of	 romantic	 ballets	 like	Giselle	 and	 La	 Sylphide	 ensured	 their	 imitation:	 the	




The	 invocation	of	 supernatural	 creatures	 is	 also	 supported	by	 the	development	of	 the	
pointe	shoe	allowing	women	to	rise	prominently	on	their	toes.	Marie	Taglioni	danced	La	Sylphide	
in	1832	using	pointe	shoes,	and	is	sometimes	credited	as	one	of	the	first	dancers	to	use	them.	This	















The	 choice	 of	 the	 swan	 for	 Tchaikovsky’s	 first	 ballet	 already	 emerges	 as	 noteworthy.	
Swans	were	considered	beautiful,	especially	in	the	context	of	their	relationship	with	mythology	
and	gods	 (see	 chapter	one).	 Their	white	 colour	and	 the	 fact	 they	are	birds	with	wings	 further	
added	 to	 the	 ethereal	 climate	 of	 the	 ballet.	 The	 choice	 image	 of	 weightlessness	 can	 be	
manipulated	using	a	creature	that	was	intended	to	fly,	similar	to	the	sylphs	used	in	La	Sylphide.	
And	the	white	of	 the	swan,	a	colour	that	suggests	purity,	 is	also	associated	with	marriage,	 the	
traditional	 colour	 of	 a	 wedding	 dress.	 The	 plot	 of	many	 romantic	 ballets	 involves	 a	man	 and	











In	 the	 choice	 of	 supernatural	 creatures,	 it	 can	 also	 be	 related	 that	 the	 ballet	 of	 the	











The	 focus	 on	 realism	 can	 also	 been	 seen	 in	 the	 Russian	 literature	 of	 the	 nineteenth	
century.	Brown	noted	that	at	the	end	of	his	life,	the	only	person	that	overtook	Tchaikovsky	in	fame	
was	Leo	Tolstoy,40	the	author	of	War	and	Peace	and	Anna	Karenina	which	are	both	examples	of	
fiction	 focussing	on	 realism.	Tolstoy’s	War	and	Peace,	 for	example,	documents	 the	public	 and	
private	lives	of	fictional	individuals	during	Russia’s	wars	with	Napoleon.	Russian	literature’s	focus	
on	 realism	 can	 be	 further	 seen	 in	 Dostoevsky’s	 Crime	 and	 Punishment	 and	 The	 Brothers	
Karamazov.	Oleg	and	Scholl	named	the	two	authors,	amongst	other	culture	figures	including	the	

















































Looking	 through	 Petipa’s	 work,	 it	 is	 clear	 that	 his	 ballets	 take	 love	 stories	 from	 the	
viewpoint	 of	 both	 genders.	 Many	 focus	 on	 women’s	 perspectives,	 for	 example	 in	 La	 Fille	 du	
Pharon,	where	Aspicia	has	to	choose	between	Ta-Hor,	the	man	she	recently	fell	in	love	with,	and	
the	King	of	Nubia	who	her	father	would	prefer	her	to	marry.	Elsewhere,	Petipa	viewed	the	love	




















Swan	 Lake	 exemplifies	 the	 romantic	 ballet	 under	Petipa	with	 its	 focus	on	women	and	
female	dancing	and	with	the	swan,	the	symbol	of	impossible	love,	becoming	the	highlight	of	the	
story.	As	Burt	explains,	men	had	to	choose	between	the	‘right’	person	and	the	one	who	is	“more	
romantic	 and	 unattainable”.49	In	 this	 context	 it	 is	 important	 to	 consider	 connections	 between	






the	dainty	 figure	as	a	ballet	 type.	Giselle	as	a	heroine	becomes	a	wili:	 the	spectre	of	a	young,	
female	virgin	who	dies	before	her	wedding	day	who	will	rise	from	her	grave	to	haunt	any	men	
























“familiar	 to	us	 from	 the	Tchaikovsky	ballets”,	where	 the	development	of	 the	plot	was	not	 the	
primary	consideration.51	Smith	relates	this	particularly	to	the	highlighting	of	the	female	dancer,52	

























Scholars	 have	 debated	 the	 idea	 that	 these	 ethereal	 creatures	 may	 be	 a	 symbol	 for	
something	more	that	the	romance	of	the	ballet,	namely	homosexual	 love.	 In	his	book	A	Queer	
History	 of	 the	 Ballet,	 Stoneley	 suggests	 that	 Swan	 Lake	 and	 other	 similar	 works	 may	 be	 “a	
projection	or	point	of	 identification”	 for	men	and	women	not	 featured	 in	 the	ballet.55	He	also	
discusses	La	Sylphide	as	a	ballet	where	the	man	wants	something	he	cannot	have,	asking:	“How	
might	the	sexual	dysphoria	and	impossible	loves	of	Romantic	ballet	have	served	as	a	projection	
for	other	 confused	 souls	 and	 their	 impossible	 loves”.56	Nowhere	 in	Europe	was	homosexuality	
publically	or	 legally	acceptable	during	 the	nineteenth	 century,	 as	demonstrated	by	 the	 trial	of	
Oscar	Wilde	in	the	United	Kingdom.	In	Russia,	the	law	forbidding	men	to	lie	with	other	men	was	
passed	in	1832.	Homosexual	love,	in	short,	was	closeted.		
The	 relationship	between	ballet	 and	homosexuality	also	enters	 the	equation.	 Stoneley	
opens	A	Queer	History	of	the	Ballet	with	an	acknowledgment	that	ballet	and	homosexuality	were	
connected	in	the	twentieth	century,	describing	this	situation	as	“both	‘common	knowledge’	and	






























in	the	ballet	had	to	 fight	 the	stereotypes	of	being	 feminized	and	 labelled	gay	by	taking	part	 in	
“highly	 gendered	 and	 heterosexualized	 behaviors…in	 both	 their	 body	 movement	 and	 social	
patterns.63	This	reveals	how	fear	of	an	association	with	homosexuality	is	often	still	relevant	in	the	
twenty-first	century.		
In	 considering	 de-emphasising	 male	 dancing	 and	 the	 fear	 of	 homosexuality	 in	 the	





























to	situate	homosexuality	 in	Russia	 in	nineteenth-century	context.	Research	reveals	 little	public	
information	 about	 homosexual	 relationships,	 particularly	 before	 the	 1917	 revolution.	 Healey	
describes	 the	 prevailing	 Russian	 attitude:	 “Soviet	 and	Western	 accounts	 of	 Russia’s	 history	 of	
gender	 and	 sexuality	 have	 all	 but	 ignored	 dissenting	 genders	 and	 desires”. 66 	Russian	 laws	
incriminated	 acts	 of	 homosexuality.	 Peter	 the	 Great	 imposed	 a	 military	 prohibition	 in	 1716,	
extended	 to	 civilians	 in	 1832	 in	 Article	 995	 forbidding	 men	 lying	 with	 men	 and	 threatening	
punishment	of	exile	 to	 Siberia.	 The	 legal	 threat	of	 exile	would	 certainly	have	been	motivation	
enough	for	homosexual	relationships	to	go	underground.		
Information	 on	 homosexual	 relationships	 before	 the	 Russian	 Revolution	 generally	
comprises	discussion	of	a	culture	of	favours	between	masters	and	their	servants.67	According	to	
Stoneley	 the	 upper	 class	 man	 in	 the	 late	 nineteenth	 century	 “recognise	 himself	 –	 as	 having	
consistent	and	particular	desires	that	set	him	apart”.68	He	goes	on	to	identify	the	choice	of	a	lower	




















any	man	openly	having	a	single	homosexual	 relation	with	a	significant	other	as	 in	 the	western	
culture	 of	 today.	 As	 Healey	 claimed:	 “Soviet	 hostility	 toward	 and	 incomprehension	 of	 male	
homosexuality	grossly	distorted	much	biographical	scholarship	when	Russian	chauvinism	felt	itself	
threatened	by	evidence	of	same-sex	desire”.73	It	was	a	“popular	and	elite	indulgence	of	masculine	
sexual	 release”	 also	 suggesting	 that	 the	 female	 prostitute	 alternative	 as	 an	 “outlet	 for	 male	
“lustfulness””	 could	 be	 expensive	 or	 have	 issues	 with	 disease. 74 	The	 invocation	 of	 female	
prostitution	here	 is	 interesting	as	 it	suggests	that	most	men	in	this	culture	may	not	have	been	
‘full-time’	homosexuals.	The	private	acts	were	often	acts	of	pleasure,	a	hobby	almost,	that	were	
entirely	separate	from	public	features	of	the	family	home.	
A	 clear	 impression	 is	 given,	 then,	 of	 the	 world	 in	 which	 Tchaikovsky	 lived.	 Stoneley	
describes	 this	 subculture	 as	 a	 “fearful	 culture”	 as	men	were	 being	 publically	 tried	 for	 acts	 of	




control	 over	 physical	 processes,	 as	 well	 as	 validation	 of	 medical	 opinion	 that	 presented	
homosexuality	as	an	illness	to	be	treated.77	It	is	unsurprising	that	a	culture	of	fear	brought	a	new	
set	of	rules	imposed	by	each	new	government	and	ruler	and	provides	evidence	as	to	why	writing	

















it	 himself	 using	 the	 term,	 many	 scholars	 have	 discussed	 his	 homosexuality.	 The	 leading	
Tchaikovsky	scholar	David	Brown,	for	example,	described	how	the	“’vices’	of	which	Tchaikovsky	
wrote	 were	 homosexual	 ones”.78	The	 correspondence	with	 Nadezhda	 von	Meck	 and	with	 his	






















brother.	 Perhaps	 Tchaikovsky’s	 fame	 as	 a	 composer	 made	 him	 less	 conducive	 to	 openness.	
Nonetheless,	the	impossible	love	in	Swan	Lake	could	still	relate	to	Tchaikovsky’s	own	desires.		
																																																																		





















Tchaikovsky’s	 powerful	melancholy	 can	be	 related	 to	 the	 impossible	 love	 in	 the	ballet	
Swan	Lake.	In	the	romantic	ballet,	the	male	protagonist	must	choose	between	his	obvious	choice	
and	the	romantic,	unobtainable	one	(which	for	Tchaikovsky	is	represented	by	a	relationship	with	






















































telling	 Siegfried	 that	 he	must	marry.	 Siegfried,	 at	 the	 end	 of	 this	 interaction	with	 his	mother,	
chooses	to	go	hunting	with	his	friends,	implying	rebellion	against	this	action,	where	he	then	meets	
Odette.	Beaumont	suggested	that	“he	[Siegfried]	is	unlike	most	young	men	of	his	age	in	that	he	
































partner	 in	 marriage.	 The	 two	 characters	 unite	 over	 their	 woes,	 namely	 Odette’s	 curse	 and	
Siegfried’s	need	to	wed.	They	can	be	seen	as	a	symbol	of	escape	for	each	other:	when	Siegfried	
pledges	his	love	to	Odette	the	problems	of	the	court	are	eliminated	for	him.	This	pledge	will	also	


























In	 light	 of	 Tchaikovsky’s	 homosexuality,	 many	 scholars	 have	 discussed	 the	 idea	 that	




























Swan	 Lake	 ballet,	 suggesting	 the	 emotional	 neediness	 of	 the	 prince	 came	 from	 his	 own	
relationship	status	at	the	time.		
Bourne	 also	 states	 that	 he	 was	 not	 thinking	 in	 particular	 about	 Tchaikovsky’s	
homosexuality	when	creating	his	version	of	the	ballet.101		Nonetheless	he	similarly	latched	onto	










































was	 responsible	 for	 both	 lakeside	 scenes,	 so	 therefore	 was	 the	 only	 one	 of	 the	 two	
choreographers	working	with	the	character	Odette.	Each	ballet	master	commanded	a	different	
style,	potentially	adding	to	the	contrast	between	the	real	and	fantastic	worlds.	Unfortunately,	in	
Ivanov’s	memoirs	 he	makes	 almost	 no	mention	of	 his	work	on	Swan	 Lake;	 it	 is	 unclear,	 then,	
whether	the	figure	of	the	swan	had	an	influence	on	his	choreography.		
The	world	of	the	swans,	a	fantastic	one	occupying	the	lakeside	scenes	of	the	ballet,	comes	
to	 represent	 the	 freedom	 that	 Tchaikovsky	 and	 Siegfried	 desired.	 For	 both	 Siegfried	 and	
Tchaikovsky,	the	swan	represented	the	freedom	that	neither	man	could	have.	The	theory	that	the	
swans	are	not	real	strengthens	this	interpretation,	as	it	means	that	Odette	is	not	a	real	human,	
but	 a	projection	on	 to	 an	animal.	Had	 Siegfried	 actually	been	 in	 love	with	Odette,	 it	 could	be	
argued	that	he	would	not	have	been	tricked	by	the	wicked	Odile	 in	the	second	court	scene,	 in	
spite	of	their	similar	appearances.	Why	would	Siegfried	have	fallen	for	the	sensual	love	of	Odile	
when	he	fell	 in	 love	with	the	gentle	nature	of	Odette?	As	Sporton	proposed:	“the	racy	Odile	 is	
often	performed	with	a	sense	of	alluring	sexual	potency,	quite	a	contrast	to	the	demure	Odette,	

























Both	 are	 severely	 restricted,	 Siegfried	 by	 the	monarchy	 and	 Odette	 by	 Rothbart’s	 curse.	 The	













Lake.	 Tchaikovsky,	as	a	Russian	man,	mused	about	his	 fate,	especially	 in	his	Fourth	Symphony	












tragedy,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 see	 a	 happy	 ending:	 the	 lovers	 are	 reunited;	 the	 evil	 Rothbart	 is	







































on	 his	 production,	 just	 as	 the	 original	 production	 probably	 related	 to	 Tchaikovsky’s	 own	
experiences.			
The	swan	had	meaning	for	Bourne	as	a	symbol	of	freedom.	He	suggested	that	for	him	it	












Bourne’s	 swan	 appears	 to	 the	 Prince	 at	 the	 same	 time	 in	 the	 story	 as	 in	 the	 original	













then	a	 symbol	of	his	desires.	Similar	 to	Tchaikovsky’s	 swan,	Bourne’s	male	 swan	 is	 free	of	 the	







Prince	 of	 his	 coming	 of	 age	 and	 need	 to	 marry.	 In	 Bourne’s	 production,	 this	 relationship	 is	
developed,	showing	the	Prince	aging	through	childhood	and	having	troubled	interactions	with	his	
mother.	The	mother	in	Bourne’s	production	is	a	cold	character,	illustrated	early	in	the	production	
where	 the	 young	 Prince	 has	 a	 nightmare	 and	 the	mother,	without	 any	 embrace	 or	 display	 of	
emotion,	 checks	 his	 temperature	 and	 leaves.	 And	 such	 emotional	 disconnection	 provides	 an	
explanation	for	some	of	the	Prince’s	subsequent	behaviour.		







The	 lack	 of	 a	 father	 figure	 brings	 Freudian	 issues	 to	 light	 in	 Bourne’s	 production.	 The	
Prince	 is	 shown	to	have	an	over-protective	relationship	with	his	mother,	displaying	discomfort	
when	seeing	his	mother	with	another	man.	This	 is	exemplified	when	the	Queen	 flirts	with	 the	
guards	and	more	so	in	the	second	act	when	the	‘stranger’	that	most	of	the	audience	will	identify	
as	the	black	swan	dances	with	her	and	the	Prince	attempts	to	stop	it.	The	Prince’s	feelings	towards	



















The	 swan	 often	 extends	 his	 leg	 to	move	 the	 Prince	 away	 and	 they	 embrace	 often	 only	 for	 a	
moment	before	 the	 swan	 takes	off.	 The	use	of	 the	arms	as	wings	 raised	behind	 the	back	also	
creates	an	aggressive	stance	and	relates	to	Matthew	Bourne’s	admission	of	a	fear	of	swans	(see	
Figure	4).113		





















to	 the	 late	 twentieth	 century.	When	 relating	 Bourne’s	 production	 to	 the	 one	 from	 1895,	 we	
witness	an	emphasis	on	the	idea	of	impossible	love	and	a	desperation	for	freedom,	bringing	to	
mind	Tchaikovsky’s	own	feelings.	With	Bourne’s	suggestion	that	the	swan	is	a	projection,	we	are	
reminded	 of	 the	man	who	 longed	 for	 freedom.	 Bourne’s	 Prince	 is	 probably	more	 similar	 and	
relatable	to	Tchaikovsky	than	the	1895	Siegfried	was.		
The	provocative	use	of	a	male	swan	in	contrast	to	the	ethereal	ballerina	who	dominated	
the	 feminine	 ballet	 of	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 is	 one	 of	 the	 features	 that	 caused	 so	 much	
controversy	in	Bourne’s	production.	The	alteration	of	the	female	swan	to	a	male	swan,	in	addition	
to	 the	change	 from	a	heterosexual	 to	a	homosexual	 relationship,	moves	us	 far	away	 from	the	
femininity	of	the	nineteenth-century	protagonist	and	continues	the	twentieth-century	emphasis	





only	 possible	 for	 women,	 not	 for	 men	 with	 their	 muscled	 bodies.115 	Whilst	 the	 classical	 and	
romantic	ballet	were	to	focus	on	the	female	ballerina,	the	Ballets	Russes	production	of	Le	Spectre	
de	a	Rose	(1911)	made	Nijinsky	the	object	of	the	audience’s	gaze.	Siegmund	suggests	that	this	was	
















































looking	out	 in	paintings,	 the	obvious	example	being	Manet’s	 1865	painting,	Olympia.	Olympia	
displays	a	nude,	white	woman	actively	looking	at	the	viewer	almost	challenging	them.	However,	



















camera	and	giving	a	 strong,	 intimidating	 and	aggressive	 impression	 (see	Figure	4).	 This	 stance	
would	not	have	featured	in	photography	or	pictures	of	nineteenth-century	ballet,	where	women	














the	 arms	 wreathed	 above	 the	 head.126	In	 particular	 he	mentioned	 Le	 Spectre	 de	 la	 Rose	 and	
Narcisse.	Bourne	claimed	the	pose	appears	a	lot	in	his	works:	“It	feels	sensual	to	me,	and	sexy	as	




viewed	 as	 an	 erotic	 object,	 further	 reinforced	 by	 the	 Prince’s	 naked	 appearance	 and	 the	
connection	to	Leda	and	the	Swan.	With	different	concepts	of	the	swan,	obsessive	and	sexual	then	





















































as	 a	 flock	 of	 animals:	 in	 Ek’s	 production,	 the	 swans	 go	 back	 to	 Rothbart	when	 he	 calls	 them,	
showing	a	desire	for	food	more	than	interaction	with	a	stranger.	Ek’s	hallucinogenic	vision	for	his	
production,	 occurring	 within	 a	 dream-style	 setting,	 reinforces	 the	 plausibility	 of	 the	 Prince	
projecting	desires,	feelings,	and	emotions	orientated	towards	his	mother	on	to	the	swans.	In	this	
way,	 Ek’s	 impossible	 love	 uses	 the	 swans	 as	 a	 point	 of	 projection	 rather	 than	 as	 the	 actual	
protagonists	of	the	ballet	witnessed	in	the	romantic	predecessor.		
Bourne	thought	Ek’s	production	was	“a	little	too	radical	for	me	in	some	ways”	especially	
in	 the	 cutting	of	 the	music	and	 the	use	of	 vocalisations.131	However,	he	does	 suggest	 that	 the	
production	inspired	his	own	Swan	Lake,	stating	that	“he	[Ek]	was	the	first	new	choreographer	I’d	
seen	for	years	whose	work	actually	felt	 like	something	that	I	tuned	to”.132	In	particular,	Bourne	























































escape:	 for	 this	 King,	 as	well	 as	 the	 Siegfried	 in	 the	 other	 productions	 discussed,	 the	 swan	 is	
symbolic	 of	 a	way	out	 of	 the	 imprisonment	of	 his	 noble	 life.	 The	King	 cannot	 find	 a	 romantic	
partner	who	lives	up	to	his	expectations	in	the	real	world;	he	can	only	do	so	when	he	enters	his	










































Black	Swan	also	blurs	 the	 line	between	reality	and	fantasy,	a	 feature	of	 the	 four	Swan	
Lakes	that	have	been	discussed.	The	inclusion	of	a	homosexual	love	scene,	likely	a	drug-induced	
hallucination,	makes	 a	 direct	 connection	 to	 aforementioned	 interpretations	 of	 homosexuality.	
The	 swansong	 theme	 returns	 at	 the	 end	 as	 Nina	 fights	 her	 hallucinated	 alter-ego	 and	 dies	
performing	the	final	act	after	mortally	wounding	herself.		Ultimately	Nina	cannot	comprehend	the	
line	 between	 reality	 and	 fantasy:	 her	 position	 as	 the	 swan	 queen	 in	 the	 ballet	 is	 a	 symbol	 of	
unattainable	perfection;	and	her	fate	is	the	same	as	Odette’s.			
Discussions	of	Swan	 Lake	 and	Matthew	Bourne	also	bring	 to	mind	 the	2000	 film,	Billy	
Elliot,	which	follows	the	story	of	a	boy	who	wants	to	be	a	dancer,	much	to	the	dismay	of	his	family	















the	ballet’s	message	and	the	extent	to	which	it	 is	still	relevant	today.	 It	 is	 interesting	that	both	
films	have	links	to	homosexuality	as	Tchaikovsky’s	homosexuality	was	an	important	factor	in	the	
swan	becoming	a	symbol	both	to	him	and	to	the	character	of	Siegfried.	Although	it	is	no	longer	
illegal	 to	 have	 a	 homosexual	 relationship	 in	 Russia,	 there	 is	 still	 considerable	 negativity	
surrounding	 it,	 with	 a	 law	 forbidding	 the	 promotion	 of	 “non-traditional	 sexuality”	 to	 children	
under	the	age	of	eighteen	 in	2013.138	The	danger	that	Tchaikovsky	felt	 is	still	 relevant,	then,	 in	
today’s	Russia.	
Throughout	 this	 thesis,	 we	 have	 considered	 what	 the	 swan	 could	 have	 meant	 to	




the	symbol	of	his	 first	 full	ballet.	The	swan	represents	 the	 life	 that	Siegfried,	and	Tchaikovsky,	
cannot	have,	seen	through	the	eyes	of	a	prince	who	was	not	suited	for	royalty,	and	who	is	drawn	











The	 theme	 of	 impossible	 love	 in	 the	 music	 of	 Swan	 Lake	 has	 implications	 for	 future	
research.	 According	 to	 Timothy	 Jackson,	 Tchaikovsky’s	 Sixth	 Symphony	 can	 be	 seen	 as	
autobiographical	and	related	to	Tchaikovsky’s	homosexuality.	This	is	particularly	noticeable	in	the	
dedication	to	his	nephew	that	conceivably	led	his	classmates	from	the	School	of	Jurisprudence	to	
demand	 the	 composer	 take	 his	 own	 life.	 Matthew	 Bourne,	 in	 discussing	 Tchaikovsky’s	







of	 the	 doomed	 hero	 and	 heroine	 in	 a	 production	 premiered	 in	 the	 year	 of	 Tchaikovsky’s	 first	
suicide	attempt	that	more	than	likely	related	to	the	impossible	nature	of	his	desires	in	nineteenth-
century	Russia.	This	provides	fuel	for	the	theory	that	Tchaikovsky	invested	his	personal	feelings	
into	the	ballet,	a	theory	that	will	benefit	from	further	musically-based	analysis	in	the	future.		
	
  
																																																																		
139	Macaulay	and	Bourne,	Matthew	Bourne,	194.		
140	Beaumont,	Ballet	Called	Swan	Lake,	79.	
141	Warrack,	Tchaikovsky	Ballet	Music,	14.	
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